compounds that can be patented by large companies which will market them, via journals, meetings and the wider media, with a strategy that sells not only the agent but also the entity to be treated and a biomythology about the agent. Peet and colleagues note all this in passing. Their book constitutes a brave attempt to view the neurobiology of nervous conditions in a different way. Unsympathetic readers may be irritated by the considerable overlap between different chapters, and will note that the contributions come from a small number of centres. They will also note the paucity of treatment studies reported in the book, compared with other studies on aspects of membrane function for instance. More constructively, the book can be criticized for focusing too much on interactions between phospholipid systems and older classical neurotransmitters such as the monoamines. There are a large number of neurotransmitters in the brain that until recently would never have been conceived of as such nitric oxide, carbon monoxide and d-serine for example. If the phospholipid story is to return to psychiatry it may be through some new synthesis with these other constituents of the brain.
Observations of a lack of flushing response to niacin in schizophrenia and the deterioration after methionine loading remain unexplained after forty years. They have been joined more recently by observations of associations between rapid lowering of cholesterol and aggressive and suicidal behaviour, which probably also has links to phospholipid metabolism. Will it be another forty years before we can explain these phenomena? This is not a book that trainees will need to pass exams. It is not a final answer on schizophrenia or any of the nervous disorders. But it may be of greater relevance ultimately than volumes outlining the conventional views. If you have to choose between buying yet another volume containing the orthodox view or investing in an outsider, the odds on this outsider make an investment worth considering. Medicine through the Ages with Dr Baldassare is a book you might pass by on a bookshop shelf. In doing so, you would have missed a treat. It is an excellent and unusual historical novel with an ingenious plot taking the form of an autobiography of the fictitious medic, Dr Paul Baldassare. I shall be adding it to my shelf of favourite books.
Baldassare, or Bal-sarra-uzur to give his real name, was born in the city of Kish on the Euphrates c. 2700-1500 BC, long before the rise of Babylon. He becomes a slave to Imhotep, medic, priest and vizier to Pharaoh, who, for reasons not entirely clear (but essential to the story), grants Bal-sarra-uzur the choice of dying naturally or remaining alive until humankind understands the nature of disease. With incredible lack of forethought (again essential to the story), Bal-sarra-uzur chooses the latter. From then on the plot is excellent.
Not surprisingly, Bal-sarra-uzur's life spans the centuries. Asklepios, the Greek god of healing, meets him on a misty path on Mount Olympus and seconds his son Telesphorus to assist Bal-sarra-uzur in his wanderings. Telesphorus proves a light-hearted foil to Bal-sarra-uzur, who has good reason to be morose. Telesphorus guides Balsarra-uzur down the centuries, pausing to visit worthies who took the understanding of medicine a step forward or, sometimes, a step back. Richardson's highly imaginative, subtle and humorous plot provides the reader with a memorable overview of the history of medicine. The chapters are well written and entertaining. Bal-sarra-uzur meets Hippocrates whose 'everyday conversation seems to be a series of aphorisms'. He thinks Aristotle 'one of the most restless characters he has ever encountered; always searching for facts, facts and more facts'. Bal-sarra-uzur proves to be a man of parts, helping Alexander the Great to a famous victory and almost upstaging Galen as physician to Marcus Aurelius. In more modern times he works with Larrey's flying ambulances in Napoleon's campaigns and is horrified by Laennec's cadaverous appearance at a demonstration of the stethoscope.
In the granting of immortality to Bal-sarra-uzur, the life of a priestess of Astarte was sacrificed. Her soul was espoused to Bal-sarra-uzur and her periodic reincarnation enhances the plot and adds a metaphysical dimension. The book has an attractive spiritual quality. I wondered if the author's views of Christ are reflected in his comments on the virgin birth and 'the ridiculous situation in which the god became his own enemy and was himself sacrificed to himself'. Through the story, there are many reflections on death which hold the interest and make the book stimulating. 'There are flies in paradise'. The author seems fascinated with the personification of death and quotes St Francis of Assisi, 'Praise to you my Lord, for our sister Death, for no one living can escape her'. Richardson is strangely devoted to Allatu, the voluptuous Babylonian goddess of the dead. In the powerful finale, she appears to claim a soul. 'I am feared only when men do not know me. When they know me for what I am, I am welcomed'. Richardson seems to see death as being carried across the river to peaceful oblivion.
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